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THE USE OF SLAVES IN PRECOLONIAL WESTERN DAR FUR: 
THE CASE OF DAR MASALIT, 1870-1905 
by Lidwien Kapteijns 
The present essay is written from the premise that African slavery - like 
African Islam and African women cannot be studied and understood in 
isolation from the political economy of the society in which it exists.1,2 
For the organization of this essay, this means that a short characterization 
of Masalit society (and the changes it underwent between 1870 and 1905) will 
precede the analysis of the use of slaves in Dar Masalit. It also implies that 
the model of slavery presented here may be to a large extent valid for the 
sultanates of Wadai and Dar Fur, if one excludes the enclaves inhabited by 
foreign long-distance traders whose position and activities were in many ways 
unique.3 
This paper is based largely on oral sources collected in the Western Sudan 
and Khartoum between 1978 and 1981.4 These sources include little data 
obtained from people who have been slaves themselves - a major limitation 
which the reader should bear in mind. However, while the analysis presented 
here is provisional, it is the first of its kind in the field of Sudanese 
history and may therefore form a valuable point of departure for future 
research. 
Political History 
Before 1874, the Masalit homeland did not form one political unit but 
belonged to different districts of the sultanates of Dar Fur and Wadai. This 
changed in 1874, when the Dar Fur Sultanate was overthrown by the 
Turco-Egyptians. An indigenous (Masalit) leader, Hajjam Hasab Allah, unified 
most of the Masalit clans and assisted the Turkish regime in administering (or 
at least taxing) Dar Masalit. In 1883, the millenarian movement of the Mahdi 
overthrew the Turkish administration in Dar Fur. In Dar Masalit, a local holy 
man named Isma'il 'Abd al-Nabi, (1884-1888), a deputy of the Mahdi, overthrew 
Hajjam and laid the foundations of a Masalit Sultanate, including neighboring 
peoples like the Jabal, Erenga, and various nomad groups. Although the Masalit 
and their neighbors initially joined the Mahdist cause, they turned against 
the Mahdist state during the reign of the Khalifa, who succeeded the Mahdi in 
1885. The period 1885-1898 in western Dar Fur was a period of warfare and 
intensive diplomatic activity between the western front and the Mahdist state 
on the one hand, and on the other between the members of the western front 
(Dar Sila, Wadai, Dar Tama, Dar Qimr, and Dar Masalit) themselves. The Masalit 
Sultan Abbakr b. Isma' il (1888-1905) consolidated his sultanate by cleverly 
playing the western front and the Mahdist state against each other and by 
increasing his military power at the expense of both. Islam (in its Mahdist 
guise) became the new state's ideology in its relations with the outside 
world. In its internal organization (and legitimation), the sultanate 
patterned itself on the old Dar Fur Sultanate, of which it had once been a 
part. The fall of the Mahdist state (1898) did not bring peace to Dar Masalit. 
Relations with the other frontier sultanates remained strained, and the clai.ms 
to sovereignty by 'Ali Dinar, sultan of the restored Dar Fur Sultanate 
(1898-1916) led to renewed warfare and to Sultan Abbakr's capture and death.5 
The emergence of the sultanate led to a thorough reorganization of Masalit 
society. There had always been rulers (Ar. Hukkam) and commoners (Ar. masakin), 
but the former had been ''men of the people," both in their standard of living 
and in the way they came to power. Only four of the many maliks (clan heads) 
had authority extending beyond their own clans, represented their subjects in 
dealings with the Dar Fur government, and bore the title of firsha. With the 
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emergence of the sultanate, Masali t society became more hierarchical. The 
commoners and their tribal or traditional rulers now had a government composed 
of fellow-Masalit residing amongst them. They may have taken pride in their 
sultanate; they may have valued the protection it offered against outside 
exactions and attacks, but the burden of government (tax collection, the 
administration of justice, and war service) weighed heavier than before.6 
The rise of the sultanate forced the old social tensions between the 
different Masalit clans, and between maliks and commoners, into the 
background. The Masalit state came to be dominated by two conflicting 
relationships - that between the new ruling class (consisting of the royal 
clan and its political associates) and the commoners, and that between the 
sultan and the nobility or ruling elite which he had created. 
Mode of Production 
While the relations of production underwent important changes in Dar 
Masalit, production itself was not revolutionized. The Masalit Sultanate -
like its larger and more ancient neighbors Wadai and Dar Fur - was a 
predominantly agrarian state based on extensive rainfed agriculture and 
nomadic animal husbandry. The rulers did not monopolize the means of 
production (land, agricultural tools), but they did control the agricultural 
surplus, which was extracted from the commoners through regular taxation and 
ad hoc demands, and which was consumed conspicuously, redistributed, or 
exported abroad. Apart from the local exchange of goods and services which 
embodied a principle of reciprocity and was not bound to the marketplace, 
there was regional exchange across ecological boundaries (the nomad-sedentary 
boundary, the "desert-side economy"), and finally long-distance trade, 
controlled largely by the sultan. The latter provided the prestige goods which 
formed the material expression of the rulers' social superiority, but was not 
the state's main source of revenue and power. Long-distance trade was not new 
to the Wadai/Dar Fur area, but the Masalit ruling class did not participate in 
it until the rise of the state in the 1880s. In the case of the Masalit, 
long-distance trade did not lead to state formation, but rather, the formation 
of the state and the rise of a ruling class, which provided the merchants with 
both protection for their persons and a market for their goods, gave rise to 
long-distance trade. Dar Masalit became a Sudanic kingdom along the lines of 
its neighbors Wadai, Dar Fur, Dar Sila, Dar Qimr, and Dar Tama.7 
The label of "tributory mode of production" suggests itself,8 but must 
be rejected since, in spite of its name, it has been used to stress the 
importance of long-distance trade for the state at the expense of the taxes 
paid by the subjects. Before suggesting another label for the type of society 
characterized above, it is necessary to analyze the use of slaves in Dar 
Masalit. 
Slavery during the Ancien Regime: A Functional Analysis 
In analyzing the use of slaves in Dar Masalit, one must distinguish 
between the periods before and after the emergence of the sultanate. The 
reason for this lies partly in the nature of the available sources, and partly 
in the changes which occurred in the use of slaves after the rise of the 
state. The sources for the later period are rich enough to reconstruct slavery 
as a changing institution. Those for the earlier period only allow for a 
static, functional analysis, even when supplemented by certain anachronistic 
data whose use seems justified in the light of informants' references to 
continuity between the two periods. In what follows, a functional analysis of 
slavery in Dar Masalit will precede the discussion of the changes which 
accompanied the rise of the state. 
The definition of a slave in Masalit society in the second half of the 
3 
nineteenth century emphasized what a slave was not, rather than what he was,9 
The main onus of being a slave was that of "not belonging," of not being a 
Maslati but a stranger; in particular, of being a stranger who had not come 
voluntarily, of his own accord, but who had come out of necessity or been 
brought by force. Being a stranger meant, first of all, that the acquired 
person had no kinsmen recognized, and no ties with the new society except for 
those with his master and, in a limited number of cases, with his master's 
rulers. Not only did the slave have no father (that is, he was regarded as 
having none), he could also not become a father, since the children he begot 
belonged to the master of his wife; these children could be, and often were, 
given away or sold. Moreover, while the aspect of "not belonging" may have 
been a more distinctive feature of slavery than that of being unfree or bound, 
oral sources emphasized the latter aspect. The slave was bound to work for his 
master without compensation. He was neither free to leave his master if he 
wanted to, nor stay if his master had decided to sell him. Fleeing, refusing 
to work (or to work hard enough), and other forms of disobedience eventually 
led to his being sold. 
The ethnic origin of the slaves of the Masalit varied widely as did the 
ways in which the slaves were acquired. Many slaves, particularly those 
acquired through trade, were Fertit and Kirdi from the southern marches of the 
Dar Fur and Wadai Sultanates, 10 people who belonged to ethnic groups which 
were (or were conveniently regarded as) pagans. Many slaves, however 
particularly those acquired through raids or warfare, or as refugees - were 
subjects of neighboring Islamic states; for them, slave status could be a 
temporary status, since returning home would set them free. 
Slaves were acquired in many ways. Some were brought back from raids or 
wars, while others - forced to flee their country because of war - were 
captured during their flight. Refugees from drought and famine were often 
enslaved as well, and kidnapping was common throughout Dar Fur. A very 
important and more regular source of trade was the slave trade, which goes 
further back in time than any written source for the history of Dar Fur, and 
which, at least in western Dar Fur, did not end until the 1920s. The fate of 
refugees from war is illustrated by the large numbers of Fur refugees who came 
to Dar Masalit in 1874, when the Dar Fur Sultanate collapsed. Although Fur 
resistance against the Turco-Egyptians and their successors, the Mahdists, did 
not end until 1891, the defeat of a number of Fur "shadow sultans" forced many 
members of the Fur royal family and their followers to take refuge in Dar 
Masalit, where they were enslvaed. Some of the wives of Sultan Ibrahim 
(1873-1874), the daughter of Sa'id Burus, and many less glamorous women who 
have not been remembered became the captive wives of the Masalit; Sultan 
Ibrahim's gatekeeper, a slave called Ab Matar, ended up performing his old 
function in the capital of Dar Masalit. When the Turco-Egyptian regime was 
toppled by the Mahdists in 1883, many of those who had been part of the 
former' s administrative and military establishment in Kulkul and Kabkabiyya 
fled westward to Dar Masalit. Most of them were enslaved and only the Masalit 
and very important personalities like faqih Abbay (who became qadi) became 
incorporated into Masalit society as free men,11 
The fate of war captives is illustrated by the large numbers of people who 
were enslaved during the many wars which the Masalit fought, first with the 
Mahdists in the decade 1889-1898, and then with the Fur armies of 'Ali Dinar. 
During the former, the Masalit enslaved people of many different ethnic 
backgrounds, both free men and slaves, although captives who were slaves 
already were apparently preferred to free men, When in 1888, the Masalit 
Sultan decided to rid himself of the Mahdist garrison residing in his capital, 
he retained only the horses, firearms, and the black slave, troops called 
jihadiyya, ''who had no cause to fight for"; the free soldiers were provided 
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with sandals and a waterskin and were escorted out of the country. Women were 
captured as well, for each jihadi was accompanied by his wife, who - with her 
basket on her head - joined her husband everywhere, even into slavery with the 
Masalit.12 In 1890, the Masalit acquired many slaves by nursing back to 
health the victims of the cholera epidemic which was decimating the Mahdist 
army of occupation. The Masalit Sultan ordered every Maslati to capture, 
confine, and cure as many diseased Mahdist soldiers as he could. The jallaba 
village of Wihayda, close to Dirjeil, traced its origin back to this epidemic. 
Yet, in contrast to many others, the jallaba soldiers of Wihayda, with their 
Nile valley origins, their claims to be descendants of the Prophet, their 
superior knowledge of Arabic and Islam, and their business acumen, apparently 
commanded enough respect to be given their freedom and to be allowed to 
develop Wihayda into a bustling trading community. 
If the Masalit acquired many slaves in wars in which they were victorious, 
in case of defeat the tables were turned. When the Mahdi st army invaded the 
country in 1890, nearly the whole free and slave population of Dar Masalit 
fled to the west. Many Masalit lost goods and chattels, including slaves, and 
even their freedom. When basi Ahmad Abu Lafta was killed during the Daju 
invasion of 1896, many of his slaves scattered and were never heard of again, 
while one of his free wives and her two daughters were captured and taken to 
Dar Sila, where they became wives and concubines to the Daju royal family.13 
In 1905, after the battle of Shawai in which the Fur defeated the Masalit and 
captured their sultan, many Masalit again fled to the west. Those who took 
refuge in Wadai received fair treatment, but of those who fled to Dar Sila, 
many were robbed of all their possessions, while some were enslaved. The wives 
of the Masalit Sultan were paraded in front of the Daju Sultan, who selected 
all those who had no children and retained them in Goz Beida as lovemates, 
wives, and servants for his relatives.14 In this same year, tradition says, 
thousands of Masalit were captured and carried off by the Fur. It is said that 
the bottom dropped out of the Fashir slave market as a result of this influx 
of Masalit. A wife and a daughter of the captured Masalit Sultan became the 
concubines of 'Ali Dinar and one of his generals.15 That slave status could 
be temporary is evident from the fact that the Fur Sultan set many of the 
Masalit captives free in return for the firearms which the Masalit captured 
from the French in 1910.16 
People brought to Dar Masalit by drought or famine were often enslaved as 
well. During a drought in the late 1870s, a Masalit family left their home in 
Zeina, northeast of Dirjeil, and migrated to Wadai. When their situation 
became really desperate, the man ordered his wife to sell him as a slave. Thus 
it came about that the man maintained himself by drawing water for his 
master's livestock, while his wife and children survived the famine due to the 
grain, cows, and donkey which his new master had paid for him. However, when 
news got around that Dar Masalit had recovered and that the crops of Dirjeil 
were standing in the fields, the man sent his family ahead and soon caught up 
with them in Zeina.17 Most victims of drought were less fortunate. During 
the drought called "Khaffaltini, 11 probably in the 1890s, a Zaghawa woman 
nursing a child came south to Dar Masalit in search of food, but died on the 
way. When the Masalit Sultan was informed of this, he provided a tukkiyya 
(homespun cotton cloth) to have the woman buried, and gave the baby girl to 
his wife, who brought her up. Eventually the girl became the (slave) wife of 
the sultan's son and gave birth to abbo Muhammad Nimr, the elder brother of 
the present Masalit Sultan.18 Drought victims enslaved by commoners were 
often sold as soon as they had regained their health, for at the beginning of 
the rains they might either escape and flee back home, or be reclaimed by 
relatives who had come to look for them. During the drought of 1913, which 
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affected the whole eastern Sudanic belt, many Masalit took in stray children 
from Wadai. 19 In Dar Sila the sultan encouraged his people - possibly at the 
instigation of the French - to give the Wadaian refugees from drought lands to 
cultivate and not to sretain (that is to say, enslave) them when improved 
circumstances allowed them to return to their country,20 
Kidnapping was so common throughout Dar Fur that even today parents are 
extremely conscious of this danger. It is not at all rare to meet someone who 
had a close relative kidnapped or who had been kidnapped himself, and more 
general oral references to the institution of kidnapping are plentiful,21 
A more important source of slaves was the slave trade. Although slaves 
were in general traded from south to north, they were bought and sold in all 
directions, gaining in value as the distance from their homes increased, Like 
tukkiyyas and cows, slaves were generally accepted and used in financial 
transactions in the whole area between al-Fashir and Abesher and beyond. They 
crossed political frontiers as part of bridewealth payments for royal brides, 
as part of tribute paid to political superiors, as diplomatic presents 
exchanged between sultans, and as objects of purely commercial transactions. 
In Dar Masalit, the standard price for a good-quality slave was said to be 
three cows, the age, sex, and quality of the cows corresponding with those of 
the slave.22 Most slaves were imported from Dar Sila, where they were cheap 
and plentiful, allegedly because the Daju neighbored Fertit groups and hence 
had easy access to slaves. The traders on the Sila-Masalit route were Daju, 
Masalit, and jallaba, who crossed Dar Masalit in all directions on their way 
to and from the centers of the long-distance trade. Other slaves entered Dar 
Masalit from Wadai and Dar Fur,23 They were not always "raw" slaves, that is 
to say, newly imported from the pagan south. 'Ayisha, for example, who became 
the concubine of faqih Makki of Murie, had been born in the slave community of 
Bilrinjil near al-Fashir. Basi Ahmad, mentioned above, bought his concubine 
Bakhita Bandiyya with ostrich feathers from Mahdist Kabkabiyya. From the 
fugitive Fur Sultan Abu '1-Khayrat he bought a male slave ( 'Abd Allah Abu 
Haraka) for the small price of three raykas of grain and a donkey, because 
'Abd Allah had been wounded by a horse and could no longer accompany the 
sultan's war band which was moving against the Mahdists in al-Fashir,24 
Slaves were also imported from southern Dar Fur, particularly from Kube in 
the area of modern Cereida, which was the base of many small-scale slave 
traders heading southward. The Gereida area was inhabited by Masalit and had 
close relations with the Masalit of the west, who came to southern Dar Fur to 
sell horses for cows and slaves, and to join in small trading expeditions into 
Dar Fertit. Although some such expeditions - probably with an emphasis on 
raiding rather than trading - were organized from Dar Masalit itself, most 
probably started from southern Dar Fur. An account of an expedition which 
started out from Kube was given by an informant who did some slave trading 
himself around the turn of the century, At the beginning of the rains he and a 
few others set out for the south. He himself took one bull loaded with grain 
and one donkey south to Ja' ali, where he was given one slave girl for the 
bull, one for the grain, and ·one for the donkey, The Fertit actually sold the 
children of their own close relatives, he related, although they did so 
reluctantly and only because they were hungry! Therefore they always tried to 
overtake the buyers after the slaves had been handed over and the party had 
undertaken the return journey.25 
In the oral sources, Dar Sila is noted as the major source of trade 
slaves. That this was still the case after the rise of the sultanate is 
confirmed by a song popular in 1896, just before the Daju invasion: 
"Abbakr sidi 
jawadak shiddi 
li-sayf al-nasr qaddimi 
[ •••• l 
adribu Goz Beida 
wa-arsini rajul 'abid" 
"Abbakr, my lord 
saddle your horse 
take the sword of victory 
[to Dar Sila] [ •••• ] 
attack Goz Beida 
in chains" 26 
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This song expressed the hope of acquiring slaves (or possibly one particular 
"slave, 11 the Daju Sultan himself) through victory in war. A more specific 
reference to the trade in slaves from Dar Sila in the same period is the 
anecdote about the Masalit youngsters who returned to Dirjeil from a 
slave-trading expedition to Dar Sila. When the slave girls who had to prepare 
them a late supper composed a praise song for them, the young traders 
gallantly rewarded them with the present of a slave girl.27 
How many slaves were imported into Dar Masalit and what percentage was 
resold inside or outside the dar is unknown. Reselling slaves was common 
practice. It occurred when people were forced to draw upon their reserves in 
times of drought, or wanted to rid themselves of slaves who attempted to run 
away repeatedly and for no apparent reason. Such slaves were sold either on 
the local market, or through the good offices of the malik to the 
perambulatory jallaba. Sometimes, for example, when the traders did not come, 
slaves were sold further afield in Kobbei or Kabkabiyya.28 
Although slaves were property, the ownership of which could be shared and 
transferred according to the wishes of the owner, they were a special kind of 
property for the obvious reason that they were human beings whose feelings had 
to be considered. For example, when a master bought a slave husband for one of 
his female slaves (or vice-versa), he consulted both parties to make sure that 
the planned union was acceptable.29 Yet the extent to which a slave's 
feelings were taken into account was generally very limited. It is true that 
the sale of second-generation slaves was frowned upon, as was the separate 
sale of mothers and small children, but both were common.30 Only a few slave 
complaints were regarded as legitimate. One of these was enforced celibacy, 
that is to say, not to be provided with a spouse. The institutionalized 
solution for this was the "ear-cutting ceremony. 11 Al though this institution 
was said to be very old, the following example dates from the 1890s. One of 
the male slaves of basi Ahmad was in charge of a vegetable garden near one of 
the wells in Dirjeil. In protest against the fact that he had not been 
provided with a wife, and out of love for a slave woman who came to fetch 
water from his wel 1 daily, he decided to make a small cut in the ear of the 
son of his beloved's mistress, Khadam Allah Isma'il, half-sister of Sultan 
Abbakr. Dissuaded from this by his friends, he kidnapped the boy temporarily, 
and was brought to the sultan to explain himself. The outcome of the incident 
was that he was handed over to Khadam Allah and united with the woman he 
loved, while basi Ahmad was offered a cow with a calf for compensation.31 
Unmarried slave girls and concubines lived inside the master's compound 
and were supervised by his free wife (or wives). The male slaves and their 
families lived just outside their master's compound and, if they were 
numerous, formed a village (or quarter of a village) of their own. Residence 
was both a function of the number of slaves and an indication of the use to 
which they were put. 
The Masalit acquired slaves for two (closely related) reasons: to acquire 
extra labor for their households and themselves, and to expand the kin-group. 
Slaves were primarily a source of permanent domestic and agricultural labor, 
in contrast to sons, who became heads of their own households, and daughters, 
who were married off and joined their husband's kingroup. Slaves did basically 
the same work as commoners - only more of it and more of the heaviest and most 
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dangerous kind. This is particularly true for the female slaves, and less so 
for the male slaves, much of whose labor was typically women's work which no 
free man would ever do.32 The heavy domestic chores, such as fetching wood 
and water, grinding and pounding millet, and preparing great quantities of 
food for guests were performed by slaves. Male slaves watered and pastured 
cows, donkeys, and horses, built and repaired huts and fences, and sank wells 
- a very laborious and dangerous operation which cost many a slave his life. 
Slaves of both sexes performed all kinds of agricultural labor, such as 
clearing the land of trees and underbrush, sowing, weeding, harvesting, 
threshing, winnowing, and finally, storing the grain. In contrast to the 
slaves of the nomads of the area who cultivated while their masters were away 
pasturing their livestock, the slaves of the Masalit worked in the fields side 
by side with their masters and other free men and women, During the growing 
season it was said they worked three days of the week on the farm of their 
master, one day on those of the master's wives, and one day on their own plot 
allotted to them by their master, On Fridays they would rest or attend to 
their own crops of groundnuts, sesame, or okra, which were grown on a smaller 
scale and might require irrigation.33 
If a master had many slaves, the slaves had an overseer who took 
disciplinary measures when slaves did not come to work, but also provided 
grain and clothes from the master's stores when slaves were hungry or in rags. 
Beating slaves was common practice, but risky, since it often motivated slaves 
to run away. During the rains slaves worked in the fields from sunrise to the 
middle of the afternoon. Then they would go off to fetch wood, water, and 
fodder for the horses, bring in the cows and calves for the night, and perform 
their own domestic chores,34 Once a year, on the occasion of the Feast of 
Fastbreaking, the slaves received a set of clothes from their master. They 
were also given the remains or inferior parts of the animals they slaughtered 
for their master and of the grain they threshed for him. 35 Nevertheless, 
they supported themselves and their families by their own labor. They grew 
their own millet, grew and spun their own cotton, built their own houses, 
entertained their own guests, and went to the market for their own purposes. 
Some slaves, particularly those belonging to the traditional rulers, could be 
as well off materially as commoners. 
Like livestock, slaves performed useful services; they reproduced 
themselves and formed a store of wealth which could be drawn upon when the 
need occurred. Moreover, in contrast to cattle, they could maintain and care 
for themselves. The labor of slaves relieved their owners of at least part of 
their agricultural and domestic labor, and allowed for some specialization. It 
gave the faqih more time to teach religion, the malik more time to govern and 
gave the connnoners· time to spin more cotton, to go to more distant markets, or 
to grow more vegetables in the wadi. However, apart from the weeding season, 
the Masalit were never short of time; neither the commoner nor the ruler 
depended on slave labor for his living. Slave labor also contributed to the 
surplus of grain and cotton the slave owner could accumulate. Part of this 
surplus was stored for times of hardship, part of it was conspicuously 
consumed at weddings and other festivities, and part of it was sold. Small 
quantities of grain and cotton thread were exchanged in the marketplace to 
obtain the necessities of daily life not provided for by the household's own 
production. Larger quantities might be exchanged for livestock with nomads 
visiting the dar, exchanged with the Magharba and Mahamid for salt, or once in 
a great whilesold to the jallaba of the town of Kobbei, "which was always 
hungry. 11 Al though slaves normally had a smaller surplus than their masters (or 
none), they used it in the same ways. If they found the opportunity to sell 
grain to nomads, they could take it or leave it, just like their masters,36 
Oral sources suggest that slave labor was not used to maximize production for 
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the market, but to make life easier and more comfortable for the slave owners. 
This is what llabbo Janna meant when she said: "Those to whom Allah gave slaves 
have slaves; those who do not have slaves just do the hard work 
themselves. "3 7 The obvious fact that leisure and wealth conferred political 
power was not specified in the oral sources. 
Slaves were also acquired as "artificial" kinsmen for the purpose of 
expanding the kin-group. Marrying a slave girl rather than a girl of free 
birth was cheaper and easier, since it required only three cows and did not 
involve the groom in tiresome negotiations with in-laws or cumbersome labor 
services to which they had a right. When female slaves became mothers of their 
master's children, these children were legally and automatically free, 
although they might be discriminated against socially and when competing for 
political office.38 When female slaves were married (without ceremony) to 
the male slaves of their master, the children of this union belonged to the 
master and - as oral sources put it - "became brothers and sisters to his own 
children." Yet how unreliable such kinship terms are when describing the 
status of slaves is obvious since such children were often given away or sold; 
at their master's death, they did not inherit along with master's own 
children, but were inherited by them; and what was more logical, if two people 
inherited a single slave, than to sell the slave for cotton cloth which could 
be more easily divided?39 
It also happened that a male slave was married to his master's daughter, 
and was even acquired (and freed) for that purpose. The advantages of such a 
marriage are obvious, for instead of the daughter being married off "to give 
birth to other people's children," she would stay with her father and bear 
children who became free and full-fledged members of her father's kin group. 
Since the father was thought to gain most from marrying his daughter to his 
slave, and since the slave could not pay bridewealth, it was the father who 
paid bridewealth for the girl to her mother, that is, to his own wife. 
Although several examples of this type of marriage have been recorded, it is 
clear that there was an emergency situation of some kind in every case. Basi 
Karam Allah was one such father who married his daughter to his slave; when 
one is told that he had no son, the reason for his choice of husband is not 
hard to guess. In another case, the father had reason to believe that his 
daughter might become a spinster, and when no free husband presented himself, 
he gave her as wife to his slave.40 Slaves did have the right to marry. As 
the "ear-cutting ceremony" demonstrates, the Masalit were very conscious of 
the fact that the sexual activities of a slave needed to be controlled, lest 
he be killed or confiscated as a penalty for illicit love affairs. However, a 
slave not only had the right to marry, he was expected and obliged to marry, 
lest the owner lose the profit of his productive faculties. In a third example 
of a marriage between a slave and his master's daughter, the match was made 
because the master had failed to find, or could not afford, to buy a wife for 
his slave.41 In general, the Masalit looked upon such marriages with 
contempt, and their derision often caused the whole family to move from the 
village and establish a hamlet of their own.42 
Female slaves could be integrated into the kin-group smoothly and 
automatically. If they bore their master a child, "they were given the fatiha" 
(during the marriage ceremony before the faqih) and were freed.43 The slave 
descent of their children and children's children would be known mainly to 
insiders, and would not be brought up except in situations of conflict. This 
silent and gradual integration probably explains in part why informants - the 
oldest of whom were born in the late 1870s - could not estimate the numbers of 
slaves owned by the Masalit during the Ancien Regime, with the exception of 
those of their own close relatives and neighbors.44 The manumission and 
integration of male slaves was a much slower process which usually required 
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two or three generations. First-generation male slaves could be manumitted and 
adopted as artificial kinsmen only through a tour de force like the one 
described above; even the. slave who was acquired to become his master's 
son-in-law could not be manumitted before one year had passed, and before his 
behavior, particularly at night, had been carefully watched. For ''who could be 
sure that he would not change into a hyaena, or [a blood-sucking spirit 
called] mass as or what not? n45 Manumission was a simple ceremony at which 
the faqih read the fatiha (the opening chapter of the Koran), the slave 
received a proper Muslim name, and at which a goat or ram was slaughtered for 
those who came to offer their congratulations. Manumission meant first of all 
that the slave gained freedom from labor obligations without compensation. 
From the moment of his manumission, it was said he owed his master 11nothing 
but what the master's own sons owed him." The terminology used in the oral 
sources is again that of kinship: freed slaves became their master's sons, 
their children his children, and so on. From the point of view of the 
kin-group or clan this was probably true, for the ex-slave became a member of 
his master's diya group. The slave's position in his master's household, 
however, is not known in any detail. Manumission was often the prelude to the 
freedman's marriage to a free woman, whom he was expected to choose from among 
the close relatives of his ex-master.46 If he did so, he not only severed 
the old ties of bondage but also created a new bond which tied him to the 
master's kin-group as a kinsman by marriage. Although in the eyes of an 
outsider the position of suitor, or brand-new son-in-law, was hardly an 
improvement upon slave status, it solved the problem of not belonging, and was 
moreover temporary; eventually the freedman could move his bride and their 
children to his own compound. In theory, manumission meant that the slave 
could pack up and leave, but since the freedman was usually a second or third 
generation slave, this rarely happened before the colonial period. 
In cone lusion, one might say that agricultural production, the major 
source of livelihood in Dar Masalit, did not depend on slaves. Slaves 
strengthened the household and kin-group of the master. They made life easier 
for their owners and increased the wealth (and hence the number of dependents 
and clients) of those who controlled their labor. Since the production process 
was not geared to a market, there was no rationale for exploiting slave labor 
further. Slaves may have been working in groups under supervision, at least in 
some case, but as long as they were producing mainly use value and not 
exchange value, there is no reason to speak of plantation slavery.47 
What the functional analysis presented above fails to show is how the 
ownership of slaves affected (and was affected by) the distribution of wealth 
and power in Masalit society c. 1870. At the present it is not possible to 
answer this question. The period before 1874 seems to have been dominated, on 
the local level, by the rivalries between Masalit clans competing for land 
(the ownership of which conferred the right to a percentage of the crops grown 
on it), livestock (exchanged through raids), and recognition of the clan's 
leadership by the Dar Fur government in al-Fashir. Numbers may have been an 
important factor in determining a clan's power; the two leading Masalit clans 
of the early 1870s were also the largest ones. However, if their position in 
any way derived from slaveholding, this has not been preserved in oral 
tradition.48 
Another field of social tension was the relationship between traditional 
rulers (maliks) and commoners. Both classes owned slaves, but rulers probably 
owned more than commoners: slave women who increased their offspring, slave 
labor which helped to fill their grain stores, and a few slave retainers who 
among other things functioned as police. However, the malik had free retainers 
as well, and his cut from the taxes was certainly more important than the 
surplus produced by his slaves. There is no indication that his wealth and 
power derived in any significant way from slaves. 
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The Use of Slaves in the Masalit Sultanate, 1884-1905 
The years preceding and following the emergence of the Masalit Sultanate 
in the 1830s witnessed a number of changes in the institution of slavery. Both 
the slave-owning group and the slave population of Dar Masalit changed in this 
period. As for the latter, during the wars of the 1880s and 1890s many of the 
slaves who lived in Dar Masalit fled or were captured and never came back. The 
new slaves who were acquired in this period were, to a large extent, acquired 
in the same ways and from the same sources as before, but in much larger 
quantities. The oral sources refer to them as "the slaves of the sultanate," 
first-generation slaves in contrast to Masalit-born slaves (muwallacin) and 
suggest that they were numerous: "the place was teeming with slaves."49 
The slave-owning group changed even more conspicuously. The traditional 
rulers and commoners were replaced as the main slave-holders by the new ruling 
elite, headed by the sultan. The first Masalit Sultan had owned few slaves and 
had depended mainly on his kinsmen. He had acquired some slaves, but most 
slaves came to Dar Masalit during the wars of the reign of Sultan Abbakr 
(1888-1905). In these wars the basinga, the members of the ruling elite 
largely belonging to the royal clan of the Gernyeng, bore the brunt of the 
battles. It is therefore not surprising that the bulk of the slaves who were 
captured became theirs. Moreover, if the commoners owned strong and 
able-bodied male slaves, the sultan either confiscated these or enticed them 
into his service with promises of better food, nicer clothing, and higher 
prestige.SO 
The new rulers acquired slaves to a large extent for the same purposes as 
other Mas a lit, in other words, to obtain domestic and agricultural labor and/ 
to expand their kin-group. In the palace the heavy domestic work was done by 
slaves, as it was in the compounds of the commoners. Male and female slaves 
fetched wood and water for the sultan's household. Male slaves took care of 
the horses, guarded the gates, and so on. Inside the compound lived the 
sultan's free wives who each had five to eight slave women (surriyyas) living 
and working under their supervision. The royal women (both free and slave) 
were responsible for the food of the sultan and his many advisers and guests. 
Apart from that they acted as the sultan's love-mates and were mothers to his 
children. The slave concubines - so much more numerous than the free and legal 
wives - expanded the sultan's kin-group most spectacularly; they were given 
the fatiha (that is, they were legally married and freed when they bore the 
sultan a child or, according to some, a son). ''We really lived in the shade," 
a slave woman of the court of al-Fashir said;51 in reality the dolce vita at 
court was probably harder than it may seem from hindsight. One of Sultan 
Abbakr' s concubines was paid to the Fezzan traders to settle a debt, before 
she had had time to find out that she was bearing the sultan's child.52 The 
other royal ladies were many a time forced to flee in front of invading 
armies, losing most of their possessions and often their freedom. 
Except for the sultan's slave soldiers, young wives, and concubines, all 
slaves farmed during the rains; A number of slaves did agricultural labor 
throughout the year, tending vegetable gardens near the wells of the ~ 
(sandy soils) and in the wadis. All hukkam had their own fields, farmed by 
their slaves, relatives, and - either in the capacity of overseer or farmer -
by themselves. They also had a share of the grain tax and had a few fields 
cultivated for them by the subjects of their administrative districts (or 
fiefs). They did not, therefore, depend on slave labor to produce their 
family's needs, but to produce a grain surplus befitting their status. This 
surplus was normally not marketed, but was used to provide for dependents 
(relatives, slaves, and free commoners), that is, to maintain and increase the 
ruler's political power.53 
Yet the changes which occurred in the use of slaves were not only changes 
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of degree. After the rise of the state some slaves came to be used for certain 
specialized types of work (and idleness) which did not exist before. Slaves 
came to be used as eunuchs in the sultan's palace. Sultan Abbakr had at least 
seven eunuchs, who had been castrated locally. They served as go-betweens 
between the sultan and his harim in matters ranging from taking the food from 
the women's quarters to the sultan's guest-chamber to escorting the ladies 
chosen for that night to the sultan's bedroom.54 
More importantly, during Sultan Abbakr's reign the new ruling class began 
to use slaves as professional slave soldiers skilled in the use of firearms 
(jihadiyya), thus assuring itself control of the means of destruction. Slaves, 
firearms, and people who had the expertise to use them were not a new 
phenomenon when Abbakr came to power in 1888. However, until the Masalit 
captured large numbers of slaves and firearms during the wars of that decade, 
there was no body of professional slave soldiers. The core of Abbakr's 
jihadiyya was formed 1:ly those slave soldiers who had been retained when the 
Mahdist garrison had been expelled from Dar Masalit. Initially these jihadiyya 
served as Abbakr's bodyguard, but in time their numbers increased so much that 
they came to form a small standing army, residing in three separate villages 
and headed by three slave colIIIIlanders (ra' s miyyas) .55 The basinga owned 
jihadiyya as well, all together probably nearly as many as the sultan had. 
As instruments of external or foreign policy, the importance of the 
jihadiyya was limited. In cases of a general war against a foreign enemy, the 
jihadiyya were far outnumbered by the levies of Masalit footmen, and were 
exceeded in military importance by the mounted nobility. Their position in 
battle was at the center, in front of the sultan; defending the latter at all 
costs, rather than joining the offensive and helping the Masalit to win the 
day, was their main task.56 Nevertheless, in checking all outside aggression 
short of a general war, the jihadiyya played a major part. Thus they were a 
source of strength for the sultan in the fulfillment of his primary 
obligation, that of protecting his subjects against outside aggression. 
More important was their role as an instrument of internal policy. Since 
the sultan and his basinga lived in Dirjeil and administered the country from 
the capital, they were represented in the countryside by agents and liaison 
officers. The latter, called maqdums, were chosen from the jihadiyya, and in a 
way it was they who made the system work. Although they had no judicial 
authority, they closely observed and reported on the administration of justice 
by the local (traditional) rulers. They played a crucial part in the 
collection of taxes. Before the rise of the state, taxes had been collected by 
Dar Fur government officials rather than brought in automatically. During 
Isma'il's reign there had been no systematic and efficient collection of taxes 
by the central government, although many people had voluntarily brought in the 
Islamic dues of fitra and zakah. During Abbakr's reign this changed. This was 
partly the outcome of the new division of the country into administrative 
districts headed by basinga, but it also resulted from the fact that the 
sultan and the basinga had a force of well-armed slave soldiers at their 
disposal. It was the jihadiyya, led by maqdums chosen from their midst, who 
knew how much grain had been harvested and how large the herds were. They 
supervised the division of tax grain collected by the local rulers. They 
transported the sultan's share of the grain to the capital, to a princess, a 
faqih, or other favorites and proteges of the sultan. Confronted with the 
firearms of the j ihadiyya, the commoners had little choice but to obey the 
central government's orders. The maqdum of basi Ahmad, it was said, 
"frightened the people with his rifle so that they became really 
disciplined. 115 7 
Abbakr used 
policies in the 
the j ihadiyya not only to enforce 
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created subordinate to himself, By claiming a large part of the slaves 
captured in war for himself, and by confiscating the best male slaves owned by 
commoners and basinga, Abbakr made his own force of jihadiyya the strongest 
single military unit in the country ,58 He gave his slave soldiers many 
privileges. He allowed them to take home part of the grain and livestock 
which they collected as taxes, and did not call them to order when they began 
to act as if they were their own masters and grabbed whatever came their way. 
It was this privileged position of the jihadiyya, and particularly the way in 
which they abused this position, that gave Abbakr the reputation of being "the 
sultan of the slaves," and his rule that of being oppressive,59 
The power given to the jihadiyya was resented by both the commoners and 
the basinga. The latter felt that Abbakr refused to share power with them, 
that he had reversed Isma' il 's policy of coopting powerful Gernyeng in the 
ruling elite (rather than eliminating them), and that he depended more on his 
slaves than on them, Abbakr had indeed little patience with those members of 
the nobility who became so wealthy and powerful that he perceived them as a 
threat to his position, They were either summarily executed, or robbed of 
their possessions (particularly slaves, horses, and firearms) ,60 The 
nobility may have been more subordinate to its sultan than it wished (and than 
it would be under Abbakr's successors), but the basinga (and not the slaves) 
continued to fill all the important administrative positions, It is possible 
that the sultan, in the long run, might have tried to replace them with 
slaves, had his reign not been cut short by his defeat in battle, and his 
subsequent capture and execution by 'Ali Dinar. Indirectly, he owed his 
downfall to his unpopularity with both basinga and commoners, When the Fur 
armies attacked from the east, a large number of basinga, distrusted by the 
sultan because they were preparing a coup d'etat, had been sent away to the 
northern front. In that same battle the commoners ran out on the sultan, thus 
sealing his fate in a truly Sudanic style,61 Abbakr's brother and successor, 
Taj al-Din, gained general support for his succession and the renewal of war 
with the Fur by making political concessions to both commoners and nobility. 
Those jihadiyya who had not fled or been captured were divided among Abbakr's 
sons. In the struggle for power between the state and the nobility, the latter 
had gained an important victory.62 
Another change in the use of slaves resulting from establishment of the 
sultanate was the increasing export of slaves. Slaves, even muwalladin, had 
always been sold and resold in Dar Masalit, but usually only when there were 
pressing reasons and on a small scale. This changed in the 1880s. The power 
vacuum created by the collapse of the Dar Fur state, and only temporarily 
filled by the Turkish and Mahdist regimes, had made warfare and raiding within 
western Dar Fur a more important source for slaves than before. In combination 
with the slave trade from Dar Sila and southern Dar Fur, this violence brought 
more "unintegrated" slaves to Dar Masalit than ever before. At the same time, 
the interruption of trade along the Forty-Days-Road from Dar Fur to Egypt, the 
shift of the trans-Saharan trade from the Barno-Tripoli to the Wadai-Benghazi 
route, and the emergence of Dirjeil as a (minor) terminus of the latter route, 
made the export of trade easier and more attractive,63 Moreover, the 
presence of a sultanic court in Dar Masalit and the proliferation of noblemen 
created a demand for firearms and prestige goods which were imported from 
North Africa and were to a large extent payable in slaves. It seems that the 
foreign merchants valued ivory and ostrich feathers more than slaves, but when 
the supply of these goods ran out, the Masalit nobility paid in slaves - five 
slave women for a fancy saddle pad; three slave women for a rifle with one 
hundred bullets, and so on,64 
The nobility acquired export goods 
ostrich feathers, and rhinoceros-horn, 
in various ways. In contrast 




its prerogative, the nobility did not interfere with the slave trade within 
Dar Masalit or between the latter and Dar Sila. Everybody could buy and sell 
slaves freely. The king did allow the Fezzan traders to visit the areas of the 
traditional rulers and to buy up "high-quality," that is to say Masalit-born, 
slaves in the countryside. 65 It is true that the sultan sometimes 
confiscated slaves from his subjects, but in doing so, his main objective 
seems to have been to create a strong slave army, rather than to procure 
slaves for export. More directly geared to the export trade were the raiding 
parties which the nobility organized from Dirjeil to raid slaves from the 
Kongyo area (near Zalingei) in Dar Fur and from Dar Qimr.66 
Numerical data on the volume and value of the slave trade from Dar Masalit 
is not available for either the Masalit or North African end of the trade. One 
presumes that the numbers of slaves annually exported amounted to a few 
hundred at most. Yet the tentative conclusion proposed here points in the same 
direction as that drawn by D. Cordell in his study of the slave trade between 
Wadai and Benghazi: that it grew throughout the latter part of the nineteenth 
century and still expanded in some regions after 1900.67 
The changes accompanying the rise of the Masalit Sultanate affected slaves 
in different ways. The jihadiyya of the nobility, the administrative agents it 
sent out into the dar, and the slave.s or freedmen who supervised other slaves 
were often better off materially than many commoners and often owned a horse, 
a rifle, cows, slaves, and several wives. However, the majority of Dar 
Masalit 's slave population was less privileged. For them, the threats and 
realities of sale must have been effective means of disciplining them. The 
relative abundance of slaves and the new range of import goods which slaves 
could buy must have made domestic and agricultural slaves less dear to their 
masters, who may have treated them accordingly. The casualness with which 
Sul tan Abbakr' s concubine - who later proved to be with child by him - was 
handed over to the Fezzan traders to settle a last-minute debt seems to point 
in this direction.68 
Conclusion 
The importance of slaves in Masalit society seems to have increased after 
the foundation of the sultanate. While the slaves' role in production remained 
essentially - but possibly not quantitatively - the same, in the fields of 
internal politics and external exchange slaves acquired new uses. This 
changing use of slaves affected the slaves of the commoners to a lesser degree 
than those owned by the nobility. 
In politics, slaves became on the one hand a tool of the ruling class in 
its struggle to effectively dominate the commoners, and on the other hand a 
tool of the state (the sultan) in its attempt to overcome the decentralizing 
tendencies of the nobility. This political use of slaves was a common 
phenomenon in the states of the Sudanic belt, many of which used this strategy 
with more success that the Masalit state. However, slaves were only one of the 
many factors involved in the strategies of centralizing governments, and their 
importance varied from state to state and, within the same state, from time to 
time. 69 
In the field of foreign exchange, slaves paid to a considerable extent for 
the firearms and the prestige goods of the ruling class. Since these foreign 
imports did not replace taxes · on agricultural production as the main 
sustenance of the state either in Dar Masalit or the larger states of Wadai 
and Dar Fur, one cannot speak of a slave mode of production. 70 In view of 
the state's dependence on the agricultural surplus of its subjects, extracted 
by more or less autonomous fief holders or district governors, the present 
author proposes to cal 1 the Masali t Sultanate (and provisionally, the Wadai 
and Dar Fur Sultanates) a feudal state.71 
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